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Abstract
Segmentation has been a part of the marketing process since the 1950’s. It has grown
over time to include four main categories: geographic, demographic, psychographic, and
behavioral. Yet while there are hundreds of segmentation strategies within these four categories,
to this point none of these approaches focus on the social behaviors of consumers, in spite of the
wide use of socialization in many other areas of marketing. The current study seeks to explore
the possibility of adding a new set of variables to the current segmentation process related to the
way a consumer chooses to socialize. This study is the first step in a proposed three part process
consisting of exploratory research through focus groups, additional qualitative research through
ethnography and projective techniques, and quantitative hypothesis testing through surveys and
experiments. For this initial step, focus groups were conducted in order to explore the structure
of a model that could incorporate socialization into the existing segmentation process. Results
demonstrate that there are a number of variables pertaining to socialization that could potentially
be incorporated into a final model, including assertive and cooperative behaviors, proximity of a
group to the decision, decision importance as it relates to relevant social groups, and cultural
contexts related to social behaviors.
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Literature Review
Background
Segmentation, the process of dividing consumers into groups that are similar to one
another and different from others, is a core part of the marketing process. It is typically one of
the first steps marketers use when executing a new marketing strategy. Due to the importance of
understanding the changing needs of consumers, segmentation is constantly evolving. One
potential area that holds promise is socialization. Socialization is a key component to human
behavior that has been increasingly studied by social scientists. While socialization has been
incorporated into numerous aspects of marketing and consumer behavior, it has never been used
as a variable within a segmentation strategy. This paper seeks to examine the possibility of
incorporating such a socialization layer into the existing framework of segmentation. The goal is
to enhance the way segmentation is conducted by giving marketers a new method with which to
put consumers into groups. If successful, this new segmentation layer could prove useful in
grouping otherwise dissimilar consumers.
Introduction to Segmentation
Segmentation arose in marketing as a response to the problems of overgeneralization that
were on the minds of marketing researchers during the 1950’s (Smith 1956). Prior to the
introduction of the concept to the field, marketers often generalized all of their target customers
as similar in terms of their needs and the proper targeting tactics needed to reach them. In fact,
many did not consider marketing a scientific pursuit until right before segmentation was first
brought into the field (Blankenship 1949).
Segmentation was first introduced to the field of marketing in 1956 by Wendell Smith in
the Journal of Marketing. Smith defined segmentation as the, “redefinition of segments as
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individual markets.” That is to say, separating a group of consumers into multiple segments, each
of which will be treated as a separate market when a marketing strategy is deployed. Smith
described the benefits of segmentation by saying it, “provides for greater maximization of
consumer or user satisfactions,” and, “tends to build a more secure market position.”
From here, the field of marketing grew rapidly and adopted segmentation as one of the
core parts of the marketing process (Vinuales et. al 2019). Segmentation is the first part of the
three-step process, which is usually described as segmentation, targeting, and positioning. In the
modern day, segmentation is defined as, “An ongoing and iterative process of examining and
grouping potential and actual buyers with similar product needs into subgroups that can then be
targeted with an appropriate marketing mix in such a way as to facilitate the objectives of both
parties.” (Mitchell & Wilson 1998)
Segmentation is typically broken up into four broad areas: geographic, demographic,
psychographic, and behavioral segmentation (Weinstein 2006). Each of these areas focuses on
different aspects about consumers that could influence their purchase decisions and behavior.
These different segmentation types are often used simultaneously and in conjunction to achieve
the most accurate segments to be targeted. This model has been critiqued by some in the field
who believe it does not provide enough flexibility for all firms (Shapiro & Bonoma 2014).
However, on the whole, it is still the dominant model used in modern marketing, so it is the
model that will be analyzed and elaborated on in this paper.
Early Types of Segmentation
Geographic segmentation is the process of segmenting a market based on location of the
consumer(s) in question (Wedel & Kamakura 2010). This location could be as broad as a
continent, or as narrow as individual neighborhoods and streets. Geographic segmentation is
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often cited as the most commonly employed method of segmentation due to the low costs
associated with market research and data access (Weinstein 2006). Geographic segmentation is
also often used as a first step to creating smaller market segments (Hunt & Arnett 2004). For
example, a firm may choose a geographic region such as Pennsylvania to target, and then further
segment that geographic area using one of the other four dimensions. One example of geographic
segmentation is the way Kellogg’s offers different food and beverage choices to different regions
of the world based on common tastes in those areas. Soy Sauce Pringles are commonly found in
Asia, but they are not sold in many stores in the United States (Pringles Potato Crisps 2016).
Demographic segmentation is based on demographic factors such as household income,
gender, age, career, and ethnicity (Weinstein 2006). This type of segmentation is also widely
used due to the availability of this type of information and the ease of collection (McDonald &
Dunbar 2013). Much of this information can be found using simple surveys and data from the
U.S. Census, which makes it accessible to a broad range of marketers with varying resources. A
classic example of demographic segmentation is the difference in marketing to men and women
in hygienic products. Dove items marketed to women traditionally have flower and fruit-based
scents, bright colors, and artistic imagery. Dove products marketed to men have utilitarian
scents, darker colors, and little to no imagery (Body Wash 2020).
One problem with both geographic and demographic segmentation is that they can be
prone to stereotypes. Research by Giddens (1991) and Harrison, Yang, & Moyo (2017)
demonstrate that marketing based on demographic factors sometimes relies on and reinforces
stereotypes around gender and race in society. There is danger in geographic and demographic
segmentation because one’s customers may cross categories. When faced with product attributes
or promotional messages that are based on demographic and geographic factors, consumers may
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feel left out if they are not being marketed to due to something like their age. Many companies
have come under fire recently for promotions that appeal to stereotypes (Chiu 2019).
Another issue with geographic and demographic segmentation is that it may not capture
meaningful differences that affect purchase decisions in some industries. In the past, some
viewed these types of segmentation as more viable because people identified more strongly with
groups such as their race and gender (Hurst et. al 2007). However, some firms in the modern day
are choosing to interact with identity in a more complex way. For example, in the past, many
social researchers believed that TV was targeted to different ethnic groups, evidenced by the
difficulty of shows featuring African Americans to attract white audiences (Lynch 2019). But
recently, Netflix announced that their viewers cannot be segmented based on demographic or
geographic factors because those factors often have little impact on a person’s genre preferences,
sense of humor, etc. (Lynch 2018) Instead, Netflix has moved to a “taste communities” approach
to segmentation which uses primarily psychographic variables.
A third common criticism of geographic and demographic segmentation is that it does not
always provide accurate groupings for marketers. Traditional segmentation approaches have
sometimes been accused of creating groups of consumers that do not hold unifying factors
among them that matter (Ernst & Dolnicar 2018). People of varying geodemographic
backgrounds can often be more similar than those they share a background with. These
similarities can create problems for marketers who use one positioning strategy with people they
believe to be similar but are actually quite different. Estimates from Google show that many
companies lose time and money from this segmentation mistake (Sivanandan 2018).
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In spite of these criticisms, geographic and demographic segmentation still play key roles
in marketing. Many marketers choose to combine these types of segmentation with other types to
be able to create an effective synergy between variables and unlock new insights (Wells 1975).
More Recent Segmentation Types
In the 1970’s, marketers created psychographic segmentation (Curtis 2006). This type of
segmentation relies on the way consumers live their lives and behave in ordinary circumstances
(Wells 1975). Psychographics are not bound by any particular geodemographic variable and are
instead often used in conjunction with those variables. One popular subset of psychographic
segmentation is lifestyle segmentation, which looks at consumers in terms of how they choose to
spend their time and what goals they pursue (Mitchell 1983). Target lifestyles are common in
modern brand’s market strategies. Red Bull focuses on, “top athletes, busy professionals, college
students, and travelers,” while Supreme states they are, “working with generations of artists,
photographers, designers, musicians, filmmakers, and writers who defied conventions.” (Red
Bull Inc. 2020, The Carlyle Group 2020). Additionally, targeting a lifestyle a consumer wants to
have can be just as effective for some types of products (Salmon 2008). Another type of
psychographic research examines consumer personality profiles using insights from psychology
(Barry & Weinstein 2009). For example, a firm may target those who are open to new
experiences, or those with higher levels of neuroticism. These types of segmentation have proven
effective when more traditional methods do not segment a target group effectively for the firm’s
needs (Seguara & Strehlau 2012).
The final segmentation type is behavioral segmentation, which focuses on the way a
consumer responds to a particular product in terms of preexisting knowledge, prior interactions,
and opinions of the product (Wells et. al 2010). This type is typically broken into two subtypes:
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occasion and benefit. Occasion segmentation focuses on the various occasions consumers might
use a product for, such as celebration or indulgence (Sudo et al 2009). Confectionary companies
often use this type of segmentation due to their high volume of seasonal sales (National
Confectioner's Association 2020). Benefit segmentation is centered on understanding what
benefits a consumer intends to gain by using the product, such as getting somewhere quickly or
enjoying time with friends (Wells et. al 2010). Benefit segmentation has been cited as an
effective way to reduce the chance of marketing myopia (Levitt 2008). Marketing myopia is
when a firm focuses marketing efforts on the wrong reason for a consumer purchasing a product,
such as a dry cleaning business seeing their firm as one that provides dry cleaning, rather than as
a firm that cleans clothing. As Levitt (2008) cites in his book, companies that do not focus on the
want or need their products truly satisfy are destined to be beaten by a competitor who finds a
better way to fulfill that want or need.
Psychographic and behavioral segmentation are often presented as more effective due to
their focus on factors that truly motivate individual decision making (Segura & Strehlau 2012).
They avoid many of the common pitfalls of geographic and demographic segmentation discussed
earlier. They are often combined with geographic and demographic segmentation to great effect,
such as segmenting a market first into men and women, and then by their personality or buying
habits (Wells 1975). However, there is room within segmentation for a layer that focuses on the
aspects of how a person socializes that is not currently accounted for in the discipline. The focus
of this paper is to understand what role, if any, a socialization layer can play within the current
framework of market segmentation.
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Marketing Research on Socialization
While it has yet to be applied to segmentation in any meaningful way, there is a great
deal of existing research in marketing regarding the power of social groups to influence
consumers. Marketers have especially taken interest in a concept known as social identity
(Champniss et. al 2015). Social identity is the part of a person’s concept of themselves that they
derive from being the member of a particular group. Not every group will have an impact on
social identity; rather, the consumer decides which groups they belong to that they wish to
incorporate into their social identity (Reed & Forehand 2011). When a consumer is making a
purchase, they may take into consideration how it will impact their status within groups they care
about. Social identity has been demonstrated to impact media consumption (Saegert 1985),
responses to promotional campaigns (Grier & Deshpandé 2001), and brand loyalty (Deshpandé
& Stayman 1994).
Social identity serves an additional role in the diagnosticity of decision making by giving
consumer models for appropriate behavior with which they can moderate their decisions
(Feldman & Lynch Jr. 1988). By observing the behavior of others they trust, consumers can
frame situations in terms they understand better to make a more informed decision. Plus, when
others in a trusted group see information as important, diagnosticity effects can make that
information more important to the consumer (Pieter et al 2020).
Marketers have also studied the effects of socialization in regard to reference groups.
Reference groups are groups that consumers take cues from about their behavior (Johnson et al.
2002) One important type of reference group is an aspirational reference group, which is one that
a consumer desires to be a member of but is not a member of currently (Mothersbaugh et. al
2020). Reference groups can be paired with opinion leaders to great effect. Reed (2002) found
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that consumers are more easily influenced by a role model they associate with an aspirational
group. Another way consumers use social groups is to make judgements about the social groups
others belong to (Shavitt et. al 1992). This often-unconscious behavior occurs when a person
sees someone else buying a product and makes an assumption about their social status. For
example, a person buying a home-gardening kit may be judged as a homeowner with free time
and a love of nature. These decisions about others often rely on heuristics, or mental shortcuts,
and are made quickly (Aronson et. al 2018). These judgements could impact future purchases if
the reference group the observed person is part of is salient to the consumer (Johnson et. al
2002).
Promotional research has also produced insights into socialization. Some industries have
large portions of their promotional strategy structured around creating camaraderie and a sense
of community between consumers. Sports teams often rely on creating a sense of community
with their fans to sell tickets, while many high-status fashion brands cultivate communities
around the enjoyment of their brands (Katz et. al 2018; Huddleston Jr. 2019). A commonly cited
example of this strategy is the Harley Owner’s Group club that played an instrumental role in
Harley Davidson’s success in the 21st century (Fournier & Lee 2015).
Influence of Groups on Behavior
Prior research shows that the groups consumers spend time with can both actively and
passively influence the choices they make, demonstrating the importance of accounting for these
factors when undertaking a segmentation process. Accounting for the psychological impact of
the groups people choose to spend time with allows for a more comprehensive understanding of
what factors allow marketers to segment consumers.
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One of these factors to consider is the “group self,” which refers to an altered pattern of
behavior a person can take on when they are part of a group and involved in group activities
(Ellemers 2012). The group self can be seen in public events such as concerts and political
rallies, when people often lose their sense of self in the crowd. This dissociation can often lead to
tragedy, but it also provides important insight into the powerful impact a social setting can have
on the choices a person makes. For example, several soldiers interviewed after the incident at
Abu Ghraib in 2004 stated that they felt like their behavior was not their own during their time as
guards at the prison. They explain their own behavior as if observing someone else, saying that
they felt indifferent at the time and they could not explain why (Alkadry & Witt 2009).
This understanding of the group self provides insight into how an individual’s actions
could conflict with their normal patterns of behavior when they are in the presence of a group.
There is an inherent pressure to bring your behavior in line with what others are doing,
regardless of whether that behavior is typical. The group self could cause someone to do things
they would not have done in other contexts. For example, a person might not usually buy ice
cream, but when they are with their friends who love ice cream, they mirror the behavior of the
group and purchase it.
Another important element to consider is the effect of conformity. Conformity refers to
the tendency of people to conform their behavior to that of the group around them (Izuma &
Adolphs 2013). Whereas the group self is a feeling of dissociation that may even be unconscious,
conformity is a conscious decision a person makes to follow the opinions and/or behaviors of a
group they are in (Aronson et. al 2018). Conformity is typically subdivided in two ways:
informational conformity and normative conformity.
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Informational conformity is when a person conforms to the behavior of a group for the
purpose of making the correct decision (Cialdini & Goldstein 2004). Research has shown that in
situations where people are uncertain of the right choice, they frequently look to those around
them for guidance (Shuper & Sorrentino 2004). This is because people trust the opinion of the
majority in ambiguous situations, which makes them more likely to co-opt the opinions of others
(Cialdini & Goldstein 2004). This effect becomes even stronger when the individual is
surrounded by those they trust (Ross 1973). Consumer applications of this concept include
reading online reviews before making a purchase, asking friends and family about their
experiences with a product, and following the advice of a famous person when making a
purchase decision.
Having a segmentation layer that focuses on social groups could provide insight into
informational conformity by allowing marketers to better understand where consumers are
getting their information about a particular purchase. For instance, consider the fact that Latino
consumers tend to purchase less heavily processed foods (Poti et. al 2016). A white consumer
who spends time with people who are Latino may learn from this group about why they choose
to eat less heavily processed meals, which could inform their subsequent food purchases.
The other type of conformity that impacts consumer decision making is normative
conformity. Normative conformity refers to the phenomenon of people making a choice to please
the members of a group they belong to (Deutsch & Gerard 1955). In contrast to informational
conformity, the person may have another course of action they want to take, but they change
their behavior due to the pressure to fit in with their in-group (Aronson et. al 2018). This effect
only tends to occur when it involves a social group the consumer is part of (Keasey et. al 1969).
Consumer applications of this concept include purchasing a popular brand even though it is more
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expensive, trying a new product because others are using it to avoid being left out, and
purchasing a cutting-edge product to show off to others.
Adding a group-based layer would provide insight into the normative conformity making
an impact on consumer’s decisions. One example could be a person who is classified as a
Thinker in terms of lifestyle segmentation, which means they make rational decisions and are not
prone to wanting the latest and greatest (Mitchell 1983). But if their colleagues at work are
Experiencers, and they dress according to the latest fashions, it is possible that the Thinker
consumer may purchase fashionable clothing as well in order to fit in with their coworkers.
Cultural Impacts of Groups
Another important aspect to consider is the influence of cultural ideals around groups and
socialization. The marketing process as it is understood today originated in western marketing
research, and over the years has become much more inclusive of other cultures (Twohill 2018).
Adding socialization as a marketing segment is one way to account for other cultures in
contemporary segmentation.
One of the most cited distinctions between western and eastern cultures is the distinction
between individualism and collectivism. Hofstede (2005) defines the difference as, “the degree
of interdependence a society maintains among its members.” Individualism is the dominant
mindset of Western cultures such as Europe and the United States, while collectivism is the
dominant mindset of Eastern cultures, primarily in Asia (Wu 2007). Individualism is typically
described as a perspective of focusing on the actions and consequences of one person’s behavior
(Hofstede 2005). For example, many Western pieces of fiction focus on one person as a hero
who has to save others through their own hard work. Capitalism as an economic structure is
often linked to the ideals of individualism (Billing 2018).
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Collectivism, on the other hand, is typically defined as a perspective of focusing on the
actions and consequences of the behavior of a group of people (Hofstede 2005). These groups
could be family units, friend groups, or entire nations. Much of the philosophy of Asia ties back
to putting the well-being of the group ahead of one’s own individual prosperity (Kidd 2020). An
examination of the films in the University of Hildesheim’s Intercultural Film Database (2005),
which subdivides films based on traits like individualism and collectivism, shows that stories
with collectivist themes are more prevalent in Asian nations.
While the idea of individualism versus collectivism distinction is often examined from a
Western versus Eastern perspective, there is evidence of collectivist values that come into play
within both Eastern and Western cultures. The family unit has been shown to have large impacts
on individual purchase behavior, regardless of location (Tsoi & Shchekoldin 2014). Children
living in a household can have a demonstrable impact on the purchase behavior of their
guardians in both Eastern and Western households (Şener 2011, Flurry & Burns 2005). Prior
research seems to point to the conclusion that cultural contexts like collectivism and
individualism can be found in all parts of the world and may have an impact on the way
consumers socialize across cultures. A layer of segmentation that focuses on contextualizing
one’s decision making with the way they socialize may help add more cultural context to
segmentation, both in terms of geographically-based culture and subcultures within those
regions.
Structure of a Socialization Segment
If a segmentation layer based on social groups was introduced, it would have to be
structured in a way that makes it productive for decision making, rather than just adding to the
large pool of data marketers already have to draw from. There are attributes we can apply to
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individual consumers that relate to the groups they spend time with and how much that
influences their behavior. The framework for this segmentation layer starts with research by
Latané (1981) into the way groups influence thinking. His social impact theory states that there
are three primary factors about groups that affect the likelihood a person will be influenced by
the group: the importance of the group, the immediacy of the group at the time the behavior is
taking place, and the size of the group.
The first part of this layer’s structure is to analyze the primary social groups the person in
question spends time with and how important they are to the consumer in question. Luckily, a
model for creating these groups is already in place. Research by Zhou et. al (2005) states that
humans tend to have differing groups of people whom they rely upon for their social needs, but
the sizes are relatively stable across cultures and time periods. Their research, which began with
Dunbar’s (1988) research into primates, shows that people have an average of 35 others who
they might spend time with in social gatherings, but may not be considered trusted and
meaningful connections. People also have an average of 15 associates that they trust
significantly, and may choose to spend time with in one-on-one situations. Additionally, people
have an average of five intimate connections, which are people they know and trust quite well.
Any of these groups can contain family members, friends, work colleagues, etc.
A possible application of this model is to use the numbers given as averages to establish
how social the consumer in question is. For example, a consumer who has significantly larger
social groups than these Dunbar’s numbers could be considered to be a high socializer, whereas a
consumer with significantly smaller social groups than these numbers could be considered a low
socializer. Consumers who fall closer to these averages could be considered medium socializers.
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The second question to answer is how immediate the group is to the decision being made.
Latané (1981) has demonstrated that the less physical distance there is between the person
making a decision and the group applying the pressure, the more likely they are to be influenced
by the group. This effect is likely due to the impersonal nature of social pressure applied from a
distance (Greene 2003). Research shows that having social influence in close proximity to a
person activates more of an emotional response, which makes them more likely to be swayed by
the influence. To account for this effect, a variable known as Proximity of Group would account
for how close a consumer usually is to their social groups when they make decisions.
The third part of social impact theory to come into play is the size of the group.
Specifically, Latané (1981) focused on how many people are nearby when a decision is being
made that could have social impact. In a later meta study, Bond (2005) determined that
conformity to group expectations increases as a function of the number of people attempting to
exert influence over the behavior. Using five different models, Bond determined that the social
influence effects increase rapidly as more people are added to the group from zero, but the
effects level out after more than three people are in the group. To account for the size of a group,
a Group Size variable could account for the preferred size of groups the consumer typically
spends their time with.
Social psychologists have found other aspects of group dynamics that can affect the
influence a group has over a person. One such aspect is something called idiosyncrasy credits
(Hollander 1960). Hollander’s (1960) research shows that if a person has exhibited past
behaviors that conform to the expectations of the group in question, they earn a sort of social
currency with the group that they are then able to, “spend” at a later time to do something the
group does not expect. Hollander (1960) also shows evidence that those who do not go along

Segmentation: The Forgotten Marketing Segment?

18

with the group after a significant amount of time, then choose to do something counter to what
the group expects, can actually increase their social influence. A variable accounting for Past
Conforming Behavior seems appropriate due to these factors. If a consumer has conformed
frequently in the past, it will be easier for them to avoid conforming to group expectations in the
future. The best way to get information about past conforming behavior is to simply ask the
consumer and those they know about the consumer’s past behavior.
Perhaps one of the most well researched and powerful forces of group dynamics is unity.
This concept is already understood well by marketers; promotional tactics focused on consensus
are already widely in use (Freling & Dacin 2010). Multiple experiments have shown that when a
group all behaves in the same way with no dissent, it is much more challenging to behave in a
way that goes against what the group expects (Asch 1955, Allen & Levine 1969, Morris & Miller
1975). Since challenging a unified group is significantly more challenging, Opinion Diversity of
Social Groups is important to account for. If a consumer spends time with groups that have a
diverse array of opinions, they are less likely to conform than if they spend time with
homogeneous groups. Measuring this effect could be challenging, since research shows people
often know their friends less well than they claim to (Almaatouq et al. 2016). However, research
by Friesen and Kammrath (2011) demonstrated that people tend to know a fair amount about the
opinions of people they are close to. Therefore, asking a person about the diversity of opinions
among their friend group should be an accurate way to measure this variable.
Additional research by Rahim, (1983), Schneer & Chanin (1987), and Van de Vliert &
Euwema (1994) points to individual personality factors that affect the amount of influence a
group has on a particular person. These factors apply in this context in two primary ways:
assertiveness and cooperation. Cooperative behaviors are behaviors where a person gives into the
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demands or requests of someone else (Nauta & Sanders 2000). These behaviors are usually part
of a goal to appease others and strengthen relationships with another party (Kilmann & Thomas
1977). Cooperative behaviors are more common among introverted people and those with a high
need to please others. Unsurprisingly, behavior that cedes to the other party is typically socially
desirable, which means those who are attempting to please others are likely to employ
cooperative behaviors when in group settings. Assertive behaviors are those where a person
looks out for their own interests before considering the interests of others (Thomas 1992). This
behavior is not inherently selfish; it is simply a mindset of concerning oneself primarily with
one’s own goals and motivations. Assertive behaviors are more common among more
extroverted people and those with a low need to please others. This behavior is considered
socially undesirable in most instances, so those who are attempting to please others are unlikely
to use assertive behaviors in group settings.
This leads to the introduction of a personality variable: Assertive/Cooperative
Personality. These personalities are correlated with other personality traits as explained in the
literature, but not every extrovert uses assertive behavior, and not every introvert uses
cooperative behavior (Kilmann & Thomas 1977). Therefore, it is prudent to consider this a
separate personality factor from those typically accounted for in psychographic segmentation,
which often includes traits such as extraversion and introversion (Wells 1975). Traditional
psychographic profiles could easily incorporate information about assertive and cooperative
behavior patterns based on prior research into these behaviors (Thomas 1992, Kilmann &
Thomas 1977, Nauta & Sanders 2000).
There is also a cultural context to consider with this segmentation layer. Due to the
cultural differences of collectivism versus individualism detailed in the literature, the culture a
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consumer lives in will greatly impact the amount of influence a group has over that consumer
(Tsoi & Shchekoldin 2014). In his book, Individualism vs. Collectivism, Triandis (1995) explains
the distinctions between two types of self-views that can result from cultural contexts or other
factors: independent view of self and interdependent view of self. People with an independent
view of self see themselves as independent units that make decisions primarily based on internal
factors (Markus & Kitayama 1991). This independent view of self leads people to be less
influenced by the groups they are a part of when they are making decisions. People with an
interdependent view of self, on the other hand, tend to account for other’s opinions and ideas
more when making decisions. Therefore, it is prudent to include a factor called Level of
Independence/Interdependence to the socialization segmentation layer. This factor is heavily
influenced by, but not inherently determined by, the culture a consumer grew up in (Triandis
1995).
Proposed Model and Research Questions
All of the above factors have potential to be included in a layer of segmentation focused
on socialization: type of socializer (Latane 1981, Cialdini & Goldstein 2004, Dunbar 1988),
proximity (Latane 1981, Greene 2003), group size (Latane 1981, Bond 2005), past behavior
(Hollander 1960), group unity (Asch 1955, Allen & Levine 1969, Morris & Miller 1975),
personality variables (Nauta & Sanders 2000, Kilmann & Thomas 1977, Thomas 1992), and
cultural context (Triandis 1995, Tsoi & Shchekoldin 2014, Markus & Kitayama 1991). The focus
of this study, therefore, is to begin to explore some of these socialization variables and their
impacts on consumers. This study aims to find new insights related to these variables, and to
determine if these methods of measurement are worth the investment to marketers. Once there is
an understanding of which of these factors, if any, could have impact on the way consumers can
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be categorized, and that these factors can be measured efficiently, building a model becomes
possible.

RQ1: How does the size of the groups a consumer spends time with influence how they could be
segmented?
Research by Latane (1981) states that larger groups create higher levels of social influence.
Research by Cialdini and Goldstein (2004) shows that larger groups create higher levels of
conformity. Research by Dunbar (1988) provides averages with which to measure how large of a
group is considered normal and abnormal. Together, the insights from these pieces of literature
allow for typical group size to be measured and compared to understand its effects on the way a
consumer is segmented.

RQ2: How does a consumer’s personality and socialization behavior patterns influence how they
could be segmented?
Research by Nauta and Sanders (2000) and Kilmann and Thomas (1977) points to the impact
cooperative behaviors can have on group influence, while research from Thomas (1992) shows
the impact of assertive behaviors. Hollander (1960) makes the case for idiosyncrasy credits
earned through past behavior that allow for more nonconformity in the future. These make the
case for a behavior pattern that could add a layer to segment individuals.

RQ3: How does the typical proximity of a consumer to their social groups affect the way they
could be segmented?
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Latane’s (1981) research, as well as research by Greene (2003), shows that physical proximity to
a group has an impact on social influence. This research points to the importance of
understanding if a consumer usually makes purchase decisions while in the presence of social
groups, which adds another variable to the proposed socialization layer.

RQ4: How does the cultural context of socialization influence the consumer’s segmentation?
There is evidence to suggest that cultural context of collectivism versus individualism has an
impact not only directly on the decisions made by consumers, but also on how these consumers
socialize (Triandis 1995, Markus & Kitayama 1991). To account for this secondary impact, it
may be important to understand how a consumer’s cultural context is impacting their social
decisions. This context in turn allows for a variable related to culture in the socialization layer.
Methodology
Based on the exploratory nature of this topic, qualitative research is necessary to
understand the relevance of each part of the proposed model, as well as to assist in the
development of hypotheses to test and the proper definition of variables that would enable such
testing. To establish a model such as this, multiple steps are required, the first being secondary
research and focus groups. After that has been completed, ethnography and projective techniques
would allow for further refinement of the variables. Finally, conclusive research is needed to test
the variables defined in the preceding steps. This last step would utilize descriptive and causal
methods to determine if there are significant differences and/or relationships between these
variables in order to ascertain how or if this new model fits into the traditional conceptualization
of segmentation. This research is focused just on the first step- exploratory research utilizing
secondary research and focus groups.

Segmentation: The Forgotten Marketing Segment?

23

For this study, 30 participants were recruited to participate in three focus groups, with
each group containing ten participants. Participants for the focus groups were selected from a
few different age groups and life stages but were largely similar for the purpose of facilitating
meaningful discussion. Participants were largely white, suburban, educated, middle-class
individuals. Participants were offered no incentive for being a part of the focus groups. Each
participant completed a pilot survey exploring individual variables, which can be found in
Appendix One. Following the survey, the participants were scheduled for one-hour focus group
sessions that were held over the Zoom web conferencing platform. The research guide in
Appendix Two contains the questions that were used in the focus groups. Participants were
encouraged to speak freely and discuss points of interest with one another. Participants were
asked clarifying questions for points that were particularly relevant or unclear.
Results and Discussion
Below is a summary of the demographic and geographic characteristics of the participants.

Pariticipant Gender

Participant Race
6.7%

16.7%

83.3%

Male

93.3%

Female

Caucasian

Asian American
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Participant Age

Pariticipant Location

3.3%

3.3%

6.7%

43.3%

36.7%

90.0%
16.7%

Pennsylvania
18-30

30-45

45-60

60-75

Michigan

Maryland

Participant Lifestyles
6.7%

13.3%

40.0%

3.3%

23.3%

13.3%

Success-Driven Extroverts

Conservative Quiet-Lifers

Educated Liberals

Traditional Values People

Accepting Mid-Lifers

Pleasure Seekers

The first question explored in this study is group size and how that affects the way
consumers can be segmented. Multiple participants stated that for them, the size of the group was
less important than how much they trusted the people within the group. One scenario discussed
was the likelihood of raising an opinion that a group disagrees with. One participant stated, “I
would be more intimidated by [three strangers rather than fifteen friends] and probably wouldn’t
say how I disagree.” Another stated that they would trust their family in larger settings rather
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than smaller groups they know less well, explaining, “I know that they’re family and 100%, you
know, they would accept what I had to say regardless.” However, others held the opposite
opinion. When considering a larger group, one person said, “I think anxiety might play a role…
and I would feel really overwhelmed. Whereas, if it’s a smaller group, I might act differently and
be more comfortable.” Another participant said that they would feel more comfortable
expressing a contrary opinion in a smaller, less well-known group than a larger, more wellknown group. From these results, it seems that group size has differing effects for different
individuals. Rather than uniformly increasing or decreasing influence, it seems that size has a
more dynamic effect depending on how a person feels in large group settings. If this difference
in comfort with group settings could be measured, there is some basis for a segmentation layer
that incorporates a person’s comfort with a group.
Another part of the group size variable discussed in the literature review was the
application of Dunbar’s Numbers. Participants had the chance to provide estimates of how large
each of their social groups were to understand how well Dunbar’s Numbers could be applied to
segmentation. Most participants had larger or smaller values across the board. One participant
claimed to have five close friends, seven friends, and nine acquaintances, while another claimed
to have 30, 120, and 200+ respectively. This effect could prove useful in identifying someone as
a high socializer. However, there was also evidence that the model may not be so easily applied.
One participant stated that their friends and acquaintances groups were smaller than their close
friends, counter to Dunbar’s Numbers. Several other participants had a larger number of friends
than someone else, but a smaller number of acquaintances. These mixed findings show that there
could be an application of Dunbar’s Numbers to socialization segmentation, but it is also
possible that there is not a strong enough link between the two.
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The second research question in this study examined the personality of individual
consumers as it relates to socialization. Participants expressed several different personality
factors that influenced the way they interacted with groups in their lives. Confidence came out as
a key personality variable impacting social interactions, with a few participants tying
independent thinking to confidence. One participant explained, “[Confidence] did come with
time and life experiences and being independent on your own.” Another participant stated that
they used to be anxious about group interactions, but over time they have become more
independent. They attributed this change to confidence, asserting, “I think self-confidence is a
big part of that.” An additional personality trait that came up frequently relates directly to the
assertive and cooperative behaviors discussed in the literature. Participants were mixed on how
much these behaviors impacted their ability to build connections with others, but they seemed to
have knowledge of which behaviors they were more likely to show. One participant said that in a
case of differing opinions with others, “I prefer to start a fight. I have a nice discussion about
their opinion.” A different participant said, “I don’t want to start a fight, I would stay quiet.”
From this mixture of personality variables and how they interact with socialization, it seems that
individual personality factors likely play a role in how people socialize. These factors could in
turn have impacts on consumers purchase decisions, and how they could be segmented.
Many participants were adamant that the context of a situation was more important to
their reaction to group influence than their internal personality factors. For example, a situation
where a person feels uncertain seemed to lead to higher levels of influence. When discussing
going to a new restaurant for the first time with friends, a participant who had previously stated
they usually resisted group influence said something contrary to that: “I would probably, you
know, take the recommendation of a friend that I trust if it’s completely brand new.” Another
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situation that led to higher influence was a situation in which a person felt inexperienced and had
to rely on others for information. When discussing financial decision making, one participant
commented, “I feel like [my husband] knows a lot more about money than I do, so he’s kind of
my go-to there.” Another participant answering the same question remarked, “I also think that I
would go to somebody who’s had that experience.” In both cases, the participants confirmed that
these social interactions would have higher influence on their final purchase than they would
have otherwise. This situational uncertainty aligns well with the concept of informational
conformity, as discussed in the literature.
Another research question referred to the proximity of others to a consumer at the time of
purchase. This question was explored by looking into what effects a nearby group might have on
a consumer. One participant said that when shopping with others, “I am more of an impulse
buyer,” A different participant said that when shopping with others, “I don’t want to carry a bag
around with me… So I’m just going to not buy something. Whereas, if I am alone, I’m like, it’s
time to treat myself.” One perspective came from a participant who said that she would spend
less with friends because, “If I know they can’t afford to buy a new shirt… I would probably not
buy that shirt for myself, I would go back to Target later by myself and buy the shirt.” Others
thought they were led to spend more due to the specialty of the social occasion. One participant
said, “I’m not really spending money when I’m on my own. But when I’m with friends like
we’re usually going out, we’re usually eating or doing something that requires spending money.”
It seems that the influence of nearby groups impacts people in different ways, rather than in one
uniform way. While some may be nervous to spend money when others are around due to the
friend’s situation, others may spend more due to the influence of the group self that leads them to
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more impulse purchasing. Some people see social occasions as excuses to spend more money,
and others see individual occasions as excuses to spend more.
The final research question focuses on the impact of cultural context through the lens of
individualism versus collectivism, also referred to in the literature as independent versus
interdependent view of self. Participants took a particular interest in the discussion that asked
them to identify as an individualist or a collectivist in their social lives. Most participants agreed
that their individualist or collectivist socialization style played a role in the way they socialize.
One participant who identified themselves as an individualist stated that when consulting others
for decisions, “I have to stand by what I believe and what I think.” Another individualist said that
for any choice, “Ultimately… it’s my decision.” These quotes point to the idea that people who
believe more in individualism see their choices as more their own and may be less prone to
group influence on their choices. On the other hand, a participant who identified as a collectivist
said that, “I’m always trying to please people.” A second participant agreed with that, saying
that, “I constantly seek out the opinion of literally anyone for any decision.” These quotes point
to the idea that people who believe in collectivism take other opinions into account in a much
bigger way, which could lead to them being more prone to group influence.
An additional aspect of cultural context that was explored in this study was the influence
of social units such as family, friends, and colleagues. As expected, the immediate family was
cited most frequently as having influence over purchase decisions. One participant was still
living with their parents, and explained, “A lot of decisions are based off of whether it would
make them happy or not.” Another participant who had their own children and a spouse said, “I
do, you know, ask for their input… depending on if it’s a bigger purchase.” One insight that
could be explored with further research is whether family units are unique in their own right, or
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if it is due to proximity and frequency of time spent that most participants cited their family as an
influence. The same participant with the spouse and children seemed to think the influence was
due more to proximity and time spent than anything else. This participant was asked, “For
example, if it was just some cousin that you saw once a year, that wouldn’t fall into that
[category of family you ask for advice]… Am I on the right track?” The participant responded,
“Yeah I would say so for sure.” The participant went on to say that they felt a similar level of
trust, “even with close friends, for the most part.”
One of the most important concepts to understand about these results is that the
participants shared many traits in other segmentation variables. Most participants were from the
same geographic area, they had similar backgrounds, and they fit similar demographic profiles.
Most of them were either students or educators. Despite these similarities, there was great variety
in responses about how the participants socialized and how that affected their purchases. For
example, one 22-year-old white female participant stated that she saw herself as a collectivist.
When asked about sourcing feedback from others, she stated, “I’m looking at the opinions of
everyone.” Another 22-year-old white female stated that she also saw herself as collectivist.
However, when asked about sourcing feedback from others, she had the opposite view: “I think
I’m still able to like, keep myself in mind if I already know that I don’t want it. So, I think
friends can give validation of the thing that I do want but can’t persuade me into buying
something that I don’t want.” These statements show just one example of a common
phenomenon across the focus groups- people who were very similar in other segmentation
dimensions frequently gave very different, sometimes opposite answers to the socializationbased questions. These differences give merit to the idea that socialization could be used as a
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unique segmentation layer to provide insights about someone in addition to the existing
segmentation variables already in use.
An important concept came through in all three focus groups that was not directly
addressed in any research question but may warrant further exploration and research beyond this
study due to its potential applications to the field of marketing. Many people mentioned that the
decisions that are most easily influenced by groups are decisions where the outcome matters little
to them and/or they are equally convinced about alternatives. This effect could be considered an
edge effect, wherein a decision that has low levels of involvement and/or has equally appealing
alternatives puts someone on the edge between two outcomes. These choices are where the
potential for social influence seemed to increase among focus group participants. One person
said, “I think if it’s a smaller choice I’m on the edge about, um, kind of indecisive about, friends
will have that influence.” Another participant affirmed that, saying, “I think it’s the weight of the
decision. Like if it’s food, I might [allow outside influence]. But if it’s, it’s something like oh
I’m applying to jobs here… I’m definitely going to have to think about that one. And hopefully
not let their decision or influence affect how I perceive the situation.” After asking a participant
if they would order the food their friend recommends, they remarked, “I think, but only because
it’s food… if it was something more serious, I wouldn’t be saying it.” This edge effect could
hold great interest to future investigators in segmentation and in other areas of marketing.
The insights obtained from these focus groups are only the first step in what will be a
multi-step process to explore the application of socialization to marketing segmentation. Due to
the self-reporting nature of focus groups, it is possible that participants were not being entirely
truthful with their assertions. Additionally, the participants may not have been able to fully
understand their own behavior and how it affects their socialization. The groups themselves also
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likely made an impact; one participant even remarked that they may have shared more in a
smaller group or in a one-on-one interview. This is why ethnography and projective techniques
are the logical next step in this study. The focus groups obtained the first level of qualitative
insights, diving into how some consumers perceive their own social habits and how they see it
impacting their purchase behavior. Because ethnography and projective techniques are designed
to uncover hidden truths that people may not want to and/or be able to convey, it is well suited to
adding to the insights needed to form hypotheses for quantitative study.
Once there are enough qualitative insights in place to begin testing, quantitative analysis
could answer some of the questions posed in this paper, as well as others that are added to the
literature by further qualitative investigation. Quantitative research could explore how much of
an impact different social units have on segmentation, and what makes these social units distinct
from one another. It could provide evidence as to which personal, cultural, and experiential
variables have the highest influence on social interactions as they relate to purchases. Plus, it
could provide testing for the edge effect and the effect of proximity to groups during purchases.
All of this information will be important if marketers wish to turn socialization into a tool they
can utilize in their segmentation analyses.
Limitations and Future Research
Due to the timing of the focus groups coinciding with the onset of COVID-19 in the
United States, focus groups had to be conducted over Zoom online platforms. Consequently,
body language was more challenging to read, and exercises that involved sharing written
opinions were less effective than they could have been. Zoom also had some technical errors
during the focus groups that caused bits of conversation to be clipped from the transcript and
slowed down the overall process. Additionally, it was more challenging to get participants than it
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would have been otherwise; participants had to be contacted directly through personal
communications, so the insights may have been influenced by personal relationships. While it is
true that similarity is important in focus groups, ideally the focus groups would have been
composed of people without personal connections to one another. Plus, greater insights could
have been obtained with a higher number of participants.
The next step for this research is further exploratory research using methods such as
ethnography and projective techniques. These research methods will provide more insight into
the information brought up in this paper, as well as elucidate further points of interest for
quantitative investigation. Once additional qualitative research has been conducted, quantitative
research will be used to delve further into how much influence each factor has on a decision. For
example, an experiment could be used to determine how low involvement has to be for a
consumer to be swayed by advice from a trusted friend, and then explore if the involvement
requirements change as the advice comes from less well-known sources. The results from these
investigations could then be used to determine a Maximum Level of Involvement for Social
Influence for different consumer groups. A survey or experiment could be utilized to determine
how much a person’s confidence is correlated with their assertive behaviors. This research would
assist researchers in understanding if one could be used as a proxy for the other in socialization
segmentation. Another possible study would be to determine the relationship between the size of
a group and the trust level of the people within the group, and how much individual factors
influence this relationship. A survey could be used to understand how much individualist and
collectivist ideals correlate with other types of social behavior.
Once this type of quantitative measurement has been rigorously tested, and if
socialization is proven to add value, it could be added to the framework marketers use in the field

Segmentation: The Forgotten Marketing Segment?

33

to segment target markets. A usable model of socialization segmentation would need to be
constructed which would include the variables which show a statistically significant impact on
segmentation effectiveness. Such variables could include assertive/cooperative behaviors, past
social behavior, typical group size, typical group proximity, cultural context, and others,
depending on future results. This model could then be incorporated into the existing
segmentation framework, thus working in tandem with the other parts of segmentation in order
to create a deeper understanding of consumer groups. Armed with this new tool, marketers may
one day find new avenues of connecting with consumers and helping them connect to one
another through the lens of socialization segmentation.
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Appendices Appendix One: Pilot Survey Questions
1) What is your name?
2) What is your gender?
a. Male
b. Female
c. Non-binary
d. Other:
e. Prefer not to answer
3) Are you Hispanic/Latino?
a. Yes
b. No
4) What is your race?
a. Caucasian
b. African American
c. Asian American
d. Pacific Islander
e. Other:
5) What is your age?
a. 18-30
b. 30-45
c. 45-60
d. 60-75
e. 76+
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6) In what state do you currently live?
a. [List of all 50 U.S. states provided in a dropdown menu]
7) If you had to choose one of these to describe yourself, which would you use?
a. Self-oriented and actively ambitious
b. Informed and outer-directed
c. Reflective and nostalgic
d. Progressive and believe in diversity
e. Family and community oriented, believe in traditional values
f. Content to observe, accepting of things as they are
g. Living for today and what is best for me right now
8) Choose where you believe you fall on the following personality traits:
a. Openness to New Experience (General feelings about trying new things)
i. Very Open
ii. Open
iii. Neutral
iv. Not Very Open
v. Not Open
b. Conscientiousness (Acting in socially conscious ways and controlling impulses)
i. Very conscientious
ii. Conscientious
iii. Neutral
iv. Impulsive
v. Very Impulsive
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c. Extraversion vs. Introversion (Gaining energy from interacting with others vs.
gaining energy from time spent alone)
i. Very extraverted
ii. Extraverted
iii. Ambivert
iv. Introverted
v. Very introverted
d. Agreeableness (Ability to get along well with others)
i. Very agreeable
ii. Agreeable
iii. Neutral
iv. Not very agreeable
v. Not agreeable
9) Write down at least five things you purchased in the past month by choice. If you cannot
think of five things, put down as many as you can remember.
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Appendix Two: Focus Group Questions
1) I want you to think about the people in your life. First are close friends, defined as
someone you trust completely and totally, and you see them all the time. Next are friends,
defined as someone you trust, who you may share secrets with and spend time with oneon-one. Then there are acquaintances, defined as someone you see sometimes and may
spend time with, but typically only in group settings. Now I want you to write down the
people who are in each category on one side of your paper. Once you are done, turn it
over and write three big numbers: first the number of close friends, then friends, then
acquaintances. [pause] Now, hold up your number. How do you think your numbers
compare to the average person?

2) Take your paper, write down <5, 5-10, and >10. For the time you spend with others, what
percentage of time would you say you spend in each of these groups? You can use rough
estimates. Which of these size groups you think have the greatest influence on you?

3) Choose which of the following most closely describes you, and write the letter on your
paper:
a) I see my actions as my own, influenced by others but ultimately up to me. I am an
individual, and while I rely on others, I start my decision-making process by
looking through my own perspective.
b) I see my actions as part of a web of actions taken by myself and others, even
though I am the one making the choice. My life revolves around the groups I am a
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part of, and even though I rely on my own judgement, I start my decision-making
process by considering how others might react.
How do you think your answer impacts the way you socialize, if at all?

4) Think of a kind of food you do not like. Now, let us imagine you are out with friends, and
they tell you that the [food] here is amazing and you should really get it. Everyone else
orders the [food]. In what instances might you order the [food], if any?

5) Let us imagine you’re with a group of people you know well. Someone in the group
expresses an opinion you do not agree with, and several others quickly remark that they
agree. What do you do?

6) When you make purchases that require consideration, who do you turn to for advice most
often? Why?

7) When you make purchases that require consideration, do you usually make them in the
presence of others, or alone? Why?

